ABSTRACT
(1996:41,42)) Our current paper focuses on the tension implied in this introductory statement and how it is managed through the construction of particular kinds of question. This is a tension, on the one hand, between the activity of 'pestering the living daylights' out of participants and, on the other, the ideal that group members should 'answer as spontaneously as possible'. Put another way, it is a tension between the licence to give answers that are 'neither right nor wrong' and a demand on participants to actually produce answers rather than 'I-don't-know's'. For moderators this means, on the one hand, having to provide a non-threatening and permissive environment and, on the other, working from a detailed question guide. More specifically, this paper considers the way this dilemma between an authoritarian and a laissez-faire concept of focus groups is evidenced in, and oriented to, through the design of the moderators' questions.
The paper has two basic goals. First, it is intended to provide an analytically based technical understanding of interaction in focus groups, centring on how questions are constructed and what is achieved by these constructions. Second, it will contribute to two emerging bodies of work:
conversation analytic studies of talk in, and of, social institutional settings (Drew and Heritage, 1992) and to discursive psychological studies of opinions (Myers, 1998; Potter, 1998a) .
Before addressing these questions, however, we will provide some brief background information on the way focus groups have developed and are understood in social science; thereafter we will introduce our analytic materials and approaches to focus groups in market research in general.
FOCUSED AND SPONTANEOUS INTERACTION IN FOCUS GROUPS
As Morgan (1998) notes, the history of focus groups can be divided into three periods: the earliest work was carried out both by academic and applied social scientists. From World War II until about 1980, focus groups were almost exclusively used in market research. Most recently, focus groups have become a widespread research method and are used for example to assess health education and environmental messages, people's experiences of disease and health services, and the attitudes and needs of staff (Kitzinger, 1995) .
According to Krueger 'a focus group is a carefully planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a permissive, nonthreatening environment ' (1994:6) . It is interesting to note that this definition contains a similar tension to the one mentioned above, between 'carefully planned' and 'permissive' (see also Agar and MacDonalds, 1995) . Morgan (1998) draws attention to the abuse of the term focus group and excludes groups which are not focused because the moderator cannot keep the group focused and groups which do not engage in discussion. For Morgan, the 'hallmark of focus groups is their explicit use of group interaction to produce data and insights that would be less accessible without the interaction found in a group ' (1997:2) .
Both market researchers and social scientists claim the principal advantage of focus groups to be the interactive nature of their data, providing access to the participants' 'own language, concepts and concerns' (Wilkinson, 1998a:188; cf. Goldman and McDonald, 1987:17) or as Kitzinger puts it:
Group work also helps researchers tap into the many different forms of communication that people use in day to day interaction, including jokes, anecdotes, teasing, and arguing. (1995:299) We might go as far and say that focus groups are considered to offer 'a slice of life'. But how can focus groups be simultaneously focused and more or less spontaneous and natural? Authors manage the tension between describing focus groups as a focused discussion which is nevertheless more or less spontaneous and natural in two different ways.
Firstly, it is stressed in particular by the feminist focus group researchers such as Wilkinson that focus groups are just not focused in the sense that the moderator sets the agenda, but that the participants follow their own ones. Focus groups are considered as a relatively '"egalitarian"' method (1998b:330) as by the sheer number of participants involved, the power of the researcher is reduced. On the other hand, it might be possible that other authors will not consider these groups as being focus groups at all; see for example Morgan who emphasizes that groups in which the researcher does not take the role of directing the discussion are not focused enough for being called focus groups A common misunderstanding about the conduct of focus groups is that they are 'loose' and not precise in the way they are conducted and organized. Although the interview often gives the impression of being causal and 'informal' conversation, it is actually the result of a highly planned session with clearly identified objectives and carefully composed questions. (1994:20) Both the ingenious question guide and, particularly, the qualified moderator are considered as assets for running a smooth and well focused group. The moderator is the one who 'carefully and subtly guides the conversation back on target' (Krueger, 1994:101) if participants offer irrelevant topics. Throughout the literature the importance of the moderator is stressed.
To sum up, then: manuals stress both a focused discussion and spontaneous participant interaction.
Some manuals point either to the quality of the question guide and/or the qualities of the moderator, which/who manages a smooth and nevertheless focused discussion. All manuals give lengthy descriptions of moderator qualities. A good moderator seems to be able to be both: participantcentred and participant-controlling. However, the research quoted here does not give us any answer on how exactly the moderator manages this tension. This paper will analyze interaction in market research focus groups and will focus especially on how questions are asked by moderators. We will describe the phenomenon of 'elaborate questions' and will suggest that these questions offer the participants an array of question components to which they can respond to. The question design itself manages the tension between focusing participants on a certain topic while simultaneously offering them the choice to which specific question component 'spontaneously' to respond to.
Apart from allowing focus group members to select different question components for their answer, elaborate questions seem to have other functions too: they illustrate specific (and slightly esoteric) market research tasks and they secure participation by providing a maximal number of stimuli; we will discuss these functions in turn.
But, first of all, we will describe our analytic materials and the use of focus groups in market research.
ANALYTIC MATERIALS
In the following we will analyze market research focus groups. Calder (1977) (1977:355) in areas that are relatively unknown to the researcher, the clinical approach seeks 'quasiscientific explanations ' (1977:355) and is based on the premise that the real causes of behaviour must be discovered (and can be discovered) through the clinical judgement of trained analysts.
For us the most interesting approach is the phenomenological one, as this seems to be the most common one in market research. As marketers usually belong to other social groupings than the target groups, focus groups are considered as a way of bridging the social gap and to 'experience' a 'flesh and blood' consumer (Calder, 1977:358) . The logic of the phenomenological approach dictates that the researcher must share the experience of consumers, that (s)he must be somehow personally involved with them. Focus groups should not only transport the experience of consumers, but the 'experiencing of the experience of consumers ' (1977:360) .
The focus groups of our sample were mainly conducted in order to give advertising people and product managers the possibility to experience the experience of smokers (from behind the one-waymirror Krueger gives examples of questions from question schedules to be administered within groups: In four thirty minutes segments from focus groups run by different moderators, we found the following question frequencies, which contain more than one question component and which are delivered 'deliberately' 3 by the respective moderator.
• Alan's question is followed by a long silence.
P2, who sits next to the moderator seems to display his lack of understanding, after which Alan shouts emphatically '=Person!' (line 38) and that it is possible to imagine brands as persons.
In the following extract Alan asks another group also about the status of the new member of the existing brand family. what (.) sparks off these discussions or conversations about °advertising,° (1.1.) >What's behind it,=what's the cause,< ((continues)) (lines 22-27).
At a superficial examination it is not easy to to distinguish these three components. But consider P2's answer: 'Well, if it, you know, (.) creates (.) certain feelings, or, um (.) And note also how the moderator's follow up question is similarly asked in a minimal fashion:
And, (.) uh, *how have you come to this decision?* ((smiley voice)) (lines 34-36).
In contrast to the extracts we studied previously, the moderator does not provide a portfolio of stimuli for participants to address.
Nevertheless P1 Following a tradition in conversation analysis, these deviant cases were not considered as a 'nuisance, but a treasure' (Peräkylä, 1997:212) .
Deviant cases can lead to a reconceptualization of the initial hypothesis. They can, however, also provide additional support for the initial claim (Heritage, 1988) . In our study we consulted the small corpus of deviant minimal questions to further explicate the function of elaborate questions. Given the space, we will focus on one particularly revealing example.
The following fragment deals with an 'accident' in which the moderator drops two cigarette packets he has been holding before completing his question: In providing a question portfolio, the moderator shows that there is more than a single answer.
Offering an array of questions is a display of being interested in an array of answers. It might be argued that the obvious business at hand in focus groups is the production of opinions and that opinion production is facilitated through asking When we are using the term 'deliberate' here we are not wanting to invoke a particular cognitive process within the moderators (a plan or strategy), rather we are wanting to counter the idea that these question formats are a haphazard consequence of features of interaction.
For more on these issues see Coulter (1989 ), Edwards (1997 and Potter (1998b) . We do not want to endorse the hierarchy implied in Searle's distinction between proper and supplementary acts (see Derrida, 1977) . For us, neither is more real; they are just different kinds of activity.
